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Key Messages
· Blind and partially sighted (BPS) people incur genuine additional costs of living (1). Personal Independence Payment (PIP) is a non-means tested benefit, for people in and out of work, designed to help with costs arising from long-term health conditions or disabilities.
· Knowledge of sight loss and its implications is low among claims assessors, with the high rate of successful appeals demonstrating a training gap for DWP and agencies contracted to it.
· The case for improvements to the process is clear, with current system design showing low awareness of disadvantages experienced by BPS people that PIP should mitigate.
· Lacking inclusivity means VI specific reasonable adjustments are not in place, meaning BPS applicants cannot fully control communication of their individual needs.
· Furthermore, certain PIP procedures are now being proposed as good practice for other benefits even though the broad disability sector agrees it is a deeply flawed system.
· As of 2023, however, work has begun to overhaul PIP and other health related benefit processes and TPT plays an active part in ensuring needs of BPS people are central to any changes.

What we know 
The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) introduced PIP in 2013, replacing Disability Living Allowance (DLA) for people of working age (16 and over). 

RNIB Research in 2017 found PIP is an overwhelmingly negative experience for many blind and partially sighted (BPS) people (2). This is due to poor practice at numerous stages of the process, including: 
Accessibility issues, ranging from inaccessible correspondence and forms to centres where face-to-face assessments take place. These barriers often prevent individuals from navigating the claims process independently (2,3,4).

A timeframe of only one calendar month for completion and submission of the claim form (pip 2). This can cause anxiety for BPS people, especially if they need to access support to complete it (2).

Assessors conducting face-to-face or telephone assessments who lack knowledge of sight loss and can be insensitive as a result (2).

Face-to-face assessments in centres instead of homes, despite evidence proving visits to centres are more difficult for most (2).

A wider issue for all claimants is poor decision-making regarding entitlement. Between April 2013 and October 2017, 227,000 claimants (7% of those assessed) received a change of award after challenging the DWP’s first decision. Claimant success rate at appeal is very high, at around 70% (5). In 2017 the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) successfully supported 861 BPS people to challenge their PIP and Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) cases (6).

In March 2019, the Government announced that it would explore the possibility of combining Work Capability and PIP Assessments (7), potentially transferring PIP flaws to other benefits.

(Readers should note that Scotland residents  must apply for Adult Disability Payment (ADP) via Social Security Scotland, while people in Northern Ireland must apply for PIP to the Department for Communities.)
DWP’s 2023 trial of a digital PIP process, driven by their Health Transformation Programme (HTP), is just one part of a benefit overhaul to improve customer journeys and efficiency. This ongoing work arose from an HTP evaluation strategy Report  published by the Institute for Employment Studies on behalf of DWP. We acknowledge that a digital process may help many BPS PIP claimants, but the sector must monitor this work to ensure it improves delays, decision making and accessibility for the digitally excluded.

What we believe
PIP provides vital financial support to BPS people. The full process for claiming PIP should be accessible to them, enabling easy navigation of each step independently (where this is their preference). Correct PIP entitlement decisions should be made at as early as possible to avoid undue stress and anxiety. 

We believe the DWP should implement the following recommendations and ensure they are consistently carried out:
· Access issues affecting BPS people should be addressed both directly by the DWP and through requirements contained in contractual specifications for assessment providers (1,2,3).
· All PIP claimants should be asked about access needs at the start of the process (3). 
· The time allowed for BPS people to complete claim forms should be increased (3).
· Raise claimant awareness of the assessment provider requirement to ensuring all BPS people can choose a location (including at home) for face-to-face consultation (3).
· DWP decision-makers, and contracted assessors such as Citizens Advice, should receive specific training/re-training on vision impairment, as part of wider disability awareness training (2,3).
· Support should be given to PIP claimants with vision impairments, and the third sector bodies assisting them, to ensure applicants receive practical and emotional support during the application process, as and when they need it (2,3).
· Provide a list of existing resources for claimants to access, if needed, to support them at any point of the application process (3).
· Blind people receiving the higher rate mobility component of DLA who were recently assessed should be passported to PIP. Reassessment at the point of transition is unnecessary (3).

The possible combination of Work Capability and PIP Assessments could be good or bad, depending on design, but the DWP must recognise it will not work unless and until current poor standards are transformed.

Part of such transformation could include 2023 efforts to test and implement the afore-mentioned, end to end online application process.

What we do 
We engaged in discussions with the DWP on the operation of PIP, through the DWP’s Health Transformation Programme and in separate meetings for eye health and sight loss organisations. Recent successes include changes to guidance for PIP assessors which had wrongly restricted entitlement for BPS people needing help with dressing and/or engaging with others face-to-face.

We have commissioned research on the experiences of people with sensory impairments when transitioning from DLA to PIP, the findings of which have fed into the above discussions.

We regularly brief MPs and others on issues relating to PIP.

We campaign on PIP and other benefit concerns, nationally and locally, via our regional Sight Loss Councils and Public Affairs and Campaigns team.

TPT Employment and Education Teams, along with the Student Support Service, will offer benefit advice and signpost elsewhere as appropriate.
We award funds to visual impairment projects via our grants programme.
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